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  For you.




  Yes, YOU.




  The one holding this book.




  Thank you for taking this journey with Riley and me!




  
 





  “None of us will ever accomplish anything excellent or commanding except when he listens to this whisper which is heard by him

  alone.”—Ralph Waldo Emerson




  
 




  Residual Haunting Thought to be the most common form of haunting where a ghost re-enacts a repetitive routine with no awareness of anyone or

  anything outside of that routine.
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  The first thought that popped into my head when we entered the Roman city limits was: Hunh?




  I squinted into the wind, droopy blond hair streaming behind me, feeling more than a little deflated as I soared over a landscape that was pretty much exactly the same as all the others before

  it.




  My guide Bodhi, my dog Buttercup, and I had flown a great distance to get there, and even though flying was hands down our favorite way to travel, there was no denying how after a while the

  scenery tended to get a bit dull—fading into a continuous blur of clouds, and nature, and man-made things, all piled up in a row. And though I’d grown used to it, I guess I still hoped

  that Rome would be different, but from where we hovered, it all looked the same.




  Bodhi turned to me, his green eyes taking note of my disappointed face, he shot me a quick grin and said, “Follow me.”




  He thrust his arms before him and somersaulted into a major free-fall as Buttercup and I did the same. And the faster we spun toward the earth, the more the landscape below came to

  life—blooming with such vibrant color and detail, I couldn’t help but squeal in delight.




  Rome wasn’t boring. It was more like the opposite—a city chock-full of visual contradictions practically everywhere you looked. Consisting of a maze of crazily curving,

  traffic-choked streets that curled and swooped around newly renovated buildings and crumbling old ones—all of it looming over dusty old ruins dating back thousands of years—reminders of

  a long ago history that refused to go quietly.




  Bodhi slowed, his hair flopping into his face when he nodded toward the ruin just below him and said, “There it is. What do you think?”




  Buttercup barked with excitement, wagging his tail in a way that made him spin sideways, as I gawked at the massive old amphitheater, marveling at its size, and finding myself suddenly

  sideswiped by doubt.




  I mean, yes, I’m the one who’d practically begged the Council for a more challenging Soul Catch—I wanted to glow brighter, wanted to turn thirteen more than anything else in

  the world, and I wrongly believed that excelling at my job was the one and only way to speed that along. But the longer I gazed upon that massive stone structure with its arching columns and sturdy

  old walls—the more I took in its sheer size and scope—the more I thought about the activities it was known for: barbaric cruelty and slaughter, blood-soaked battles fought to the

  death—well, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d maybe been a little too ambitious, if I might’ve overreached.




  Not wanting to let on to my sudden fit of cowardice, I gulped hard and said, “Wow, that’s um . . . that’s a whole lot bigger than I thought it would be.”




  Continuing to hover, my eagerness to land all but forgotten until Bodhi yanked hard on my sleeve and got us all moving again. But instead of leading us to the middle of the arena, he landed on

  the balcony of a very fancy restaurant, its all-white décor serving as the perfect backdrop to what may be one of the earth plane’s most spectacular views.




  He perched on the balcony’s gray iron railing, gazing down at the landscape that loomed several stories below, while I sat alongside him, hoisting a not-so-cooperative Buttercup awkwardly

  onto my lap, his legs flopping over either side, as I said, “Do we have a dinner reservation I don’t know about?” Knowing the joke was a dumb one, but I couldn’t help it,

  nerves made me jokey.




  Bodhi gave the place a once-over, taking in the spacious terrace filled with well-dressed diners enjoying elegant candlelit dinners and a sunset-drenched view that bathed the Colosseum in a glow

  of orange and pink—all of them blissfully unaware of the three ghosts sitting among them.




  Then returning to me he got down to business and said, “Okay, here’s the deal, this ghost you’re supposed to deal with—his name is Theocoles. No last name that I know of.

  And, please, do yourself a favor and call him by his full name. No shortcuts, no Theo, or T, or Big T, or—”




  “I got it, Theocoles,” I snapped, thinking it was certainly a mouthful but it’s not like it mattered, his name was pretty much the least of my concerns at that point.

  “What else?” I stared straight ahead, hoping to appear confident despite the way my fingers were twisting in Buttercup’s pale yellow fur.




  Bodhi squinted through his heavy fringe of thick lashes, his voice low and deep as he said, “According to the Council, he’s been haunting the Colosseum for a very long time.” I

  turned to Bodhi, arching my brow, in need of a little more detail, watching as he shrugged, pulled a dented green straw from his pocket and shoved it into his mouth, where he proceeded to gnaw on

  it. A habit meant either to calm his nerves or help him think, I could never be sure. “This guy is intense,” he continued. “He truly is a lost soul. He’s so

  completely immersed in his world, he has no concept of anything outside of it, or just how many years have passed since his death, which, by the way, number into the thousands.”




  I nodded, giving Buttercup one last scratch on the head before allowing him to leap from my lap to the ground so he could go sniff all the diners and beg for table scraps—clueless to the

  fact that they couldn’t see him.




  “Sounds like business as usual,” I replied, with a little more bravado than I felt. While the Colosseum was certainly intimidating, nothing Bodhi had said sounded like all that big a

  deal. “Pretty much all the ghosts I’ve dealt with were intense,” I continued. “And yet I was still able to reach them, still able to convince them to cross the bridge and

  move on, so I’m pretty sure I can convince this Theocoles dude to cross over too. Easy-peasy.” I nodded hard to confirm it, turning just in time to catch the wince in Bodhi’s

  gaze.




  “There’s something more you need to know,” he said, his voice quiet and low. “Theocoles was the champion gladiator back in his day. Feared by all—defeated by

  none.”




  “Did you say . . . gladiator?” I gaped, thinking surely I’d misunderstood.




  Bodhi nodded, quick to add, “They called him the Pillar of Doom.”




  I blinked, tried to keep from laughing, but it was no use. I know the name was supposed to sound scary, but to me it sounded like some silly cartoon.




  My laughter fading the second Bodhi shot me a concerned look and said, “He was a champion gladiator. A real primus palus, that’s what they called them, which, just so

  you know, translates to top of the pole. Widely considered to be the toughest, scariest, strongest, most fearless creature in the bunch. This is nothing to laugh about, Riley—I’m

  afraid you’ve got some serious work cut out for you. But then again, you did beg for a challenge.”




  My shoulders slumped as I buried my face in my hands, my short burst of confidence dying the moment the reality of my situation sank in.




  I mean, seriously—a gladiator? That’s the challenge the Council saw fit to assign me?




  It had to be a trick, or maybe even some kind of joke.




  It had to be the Council’s way of getting back at me for always ignoring their rules in favor of making my own.




  How could I—a skinny, scrawny, semi-stubby-nosed, flat-chested, twelve-year-old girl—how could I possibly take on a big, strong, raging hulk of a guy who’d spent the better

  part of his life chopping his competition into small, bloody bits?




  Just because I was dead—just because he couldn’t technically harm me—didn’t mean I wasn’t quaking with fear. Because I was—I really, truly was. And I’m

  not afraid to admit it.




  “I know it seems like a lot to ask of a fairly new Soul Catcher such as yourself,” Bodhi said. “But not to worry, the Council only assigns what they know you can handle. The

  fact that you’re here means they believe in you, so it’s time you try to believe in you too. You have to at least try, Riley. What is it Mahatma Gandhi once said?” He looked at

  me, pausing as though he actually expected me to provide the answer, and when I didn’t he said, “Full effort is full victory.” He paused again, allowing the words to sink

  in. “All you can do is give it your best shot. That’s all anyone can ever ask of you.”




  I sighed and looked away. Believing in myself was not something I was used to struggling with—if anything I bordered on dangerously overconfident. Then again, the situation I faced

  wasn’t the least bit normal, or usual for that matter. And even though I knew I’d asked, if not begged for it, I still couldn’t help but resent the Council just the tiniest bit

  for indulging me.




  “And what about those other Soul Catchers?” I asked. “The ones who were sent before me and failed? I’m assuming the Council believed in them too, no?”




  Bodhi chewed his straw, ran a nervous hand through his hair, and said, “Turns out, it didn’t end so well for them . . .”




  I squinted, waiting for more.




  “They got lost. Sucked so deep into his world that they . . .” He paused, scratched his stubble-lined chin, and took his sweet time to clear his throat before he said, “Well,

  let’s just say they never made it back.”




  I stared, my mouth hanging open, empty of words.




  I was outmatched. There was no getting around it. But at least I wouldn’t have to go it alone. At least I had Bodhi and Buttercup to serve as my backup.




  “But please know that Buttercup and I will be right here if you need us. We’re not leaving without you, I promise you that.”




  I looked at him, my eyes practically popped from their sockets, my voice betraying the full extent of my hysteria when I said, “You expect me to go in alone?” I shook my head,

  unable to believe how quickly things had gone from very, very bad to impossibly worse. “I thought that as my guide it was your job, not to mention your duty, to guide me. And what

  about Buttercup? Are you seriously telling me that I can’t even bring my own dog to protect me?”




  I turned, gaze sweeping the restaurant until I’d zeroed in on my sweet yellow Lab all crouched under a table, chewing on a shiny gold stiletto a diner had slipped off her foot. Reminding

  myself that historically speaking, he’d never proved to be all that great of a backup, when push came to shove he was actually more scaredy-cat than menacing guard dog—but still, he was

  loving, and loyal (well, for the most part), and surely that was better than going alone.




  Bodhi looked at me, his voice full of sympathy when he said, “Sorry, Riley, but the Council made it crystal clear that this was your Soul Catch. Yours and yours alone. They asked me

  to stay out of it, to supervise only, and leave you to work it out on your own. But we’ll try to throw you a lifeline if you need it—or should I say soul-line? And while I

  thought about letting you bring Buttercup along, for the company if nothing else, the thing is, thousands of wild animals died in that arena, and some of them are still lurking in ghost

  form. Being chased by a lion or bear could be pretty terrifying for him since he doesn’t really get that he’s dead.”




  I squinted into the dying light, gazing at the long, rectangular space filled with rows of narrow, crumbling, roofless structures all sprawled out below us—yet another ancient ruin. From

  what I’d seen, Rome had no shortage of them.




  “It’ll be dark soon,” Bodhi said, voice softly nudging. “The sooner you get started, the better—and you might want to start there.” He gestured toward the

  ruin I’d been looking at. “It’s an ancient ludus—the Ludus Magnus—known as one of the biggest, most important gladiator schools in Rome’s history. Could

  be a good place to begin, get your bearings, get a feel for the place . . . you know, before you hit the arena.”




  The arena.




  I gulped, nodded, tried not to think about my fellow Soul Catchers who never made it back. I mean, if the Council thinks I can handle it, well, who knows, maybe I can? Maybe they know something

  I don’t.




  I pushed my bangs from my face, took one last look at my dog still gnawing that shoe, then pushed off the ledge. Hoping more than anything that the Council was right, that I really was capable

  of more than I thought.




  But already betting against it as I made my way down.
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  The first thing I noticed when I landed in the ludus was the noise. It was loud. Insanely, annoyingly loud. So loud I was unable to sift

  through it, unable to determine which world it belonged to—the physical, the unearthly, or both.




  The second thing I noticed was the smell. Just because I was dead—just because I no longer breathed—didn’t mean I couldn’t smell. And that particular smell, well, it was

  awful—unbearable, revolting, and putrid in the very worst way. Like all the worst smells in the universe had been blended together and pumped into the very spot where I stood.




  I moved, hoping to find someplace quiet, desperate to get a whiff of something a little more pleasant. My shoes alternately slip-slopping through the mud and skidding over large patches of weeds

  still damp from the morning rain, as I tried to get a better look at the same crumbling ruins I’d seen from above. But all I could make out was soggy earth, crumbling walls, and . . . well .

  . . that’s about it. There were no people, no ghosts, no wild animals—neither living nor dead, and absolutely no reason whatsoever for why it should smell so horribly foul.




  I glanced back toward Bodhi, half expecting to find him and Buttercup perched at a table, enjoying their own elegant five-course meal, having totally forgotten about me—and relieved to

  find Bodhi still balancing on the railing right where I’d left him. Smiling and waving and urging me on, sending me a telepathic message that quickly wound its way to my head.




  Don’t worry. The reassuring sound of his voice swirled deep within me. You can do this. Just ask yourself: What’s the one thing most ghosts share in common?




  I paused, hooked my thumbs into my blue denim belt loops, and thought long and hard. Cracking a smile when I replied: Terrible fashion sense? Remembering some of the truly horrendous

  ensembles some ghosts chose to wear, despite the fact that they were perfectly capable of manifesting just about anything else.




  Bodhi laughed. I was hoping he would. It broke up the tension and helped me relax. Well, yeah, there is that, he replied. But what does that horrible fashion sense prove?




  It took me less than a second to get it, and, unfortunately for Bodhi, my answer must’ve sounded like a shout in his head: It proves that they’re stuck! It proves that

  they’re stuck in the time that they died in and refuse to move on!




  Exactly [image: ], he confirmed, adding a smiley face to go along with it—a telepathic emoticon that made me smile too.

  They’re stuck, and Theocoles is no different. He doesn’t experience the ludus in the same way as you. So far, you’ve only skimmed the surface. In order to see what he sees,

  you have to go deeper. You have to see it as it used to be. Though I’m afraid my guidance ends here, I’m not allowed to tell you how to do that.




  I frowned, wondering if it was the Council who forbade him from helping me, or if he came up with that all on his own. Bodhi was never much for giving away the tricks of the Soul Catcher trade,

  or any other kind of helpful hints or advice that might actually help me do my job. Everything I’d learned so far, I’d learned on my own, the hard way—through trial and error and

  hands-on experience. And while he still hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know, maybe that’s exactly what a good guide does—reinforces the knowledge you’ve

  already learned.




  I froze, shocked by the words that replayed in my head.




  I’d referred to Bodhi as a good guide.




  Practically from the moment we’d met I’d been petitioning for his replacement. All we ever seemed to do was fight and bicker and argue—only agreeing to work together when we

  were knee-deep in trouble and all out of options.




  Which is why I couldn’t fathom my sudden change of heart. Where had it come from? At what point had I stopped seeing him as my number one enemy?




  And then I remembered. Remembered the day I’d seen him with his new girlfriend Jasmine. Remembered how strange it made me feel to watch him read poetry to her, pausing a moment to manifest

  a flower—a jasmine for Jasmine—that he gently weaved into her braids.




  I shook my head, ridding myself of the thought. I had a big, bad gladiator ghost to deal with, and wasting time thinking about my ever-evolving relationship with Bodhi wasn’t going to

  change that. So I returned my attention to the ludus, knowing I had to find a way to see it in the same way Theocoles did if I had any chance of meeting him. Problem was, I had no idea how

  those crumbling old walls might’ve looked in his day. I’d died well before my History class got around to studying the Roman Empire.




  I continued to pace, trying to see it in the way it once stood. Manifesting a roof, replacing the bed of weeds with a dry, dirt floor—but sadly that’s about the best I could do. I

  mean, excuse me for saying so, but I died in the twenty-first century—a child of the new millennium. Recreating an ancient gladiator school was a little out of my league.




  I gritted my teeth, pushed my scraggly bangs off my face, and vowed to try again. Noticing a small pile of rocks that shone like bones in the moonlight, I bent to examine them—tracing my

  fingers over their deep crags and crevices, I closed my eyes and thought: What am I missing? Please show me—show me everything there is to see! And when I opened my eyes and looked all

  around, I couldn’t help but gasp in surprise.




  The universe had answered my wish.




  But instead of finding myself face-to-face with Theocoles, I found myself surrounded by hundreds of angry, raging gladiator ghosts.
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  I cowered in the dirt, my arms circling protectively as I lowered my head to my knees, attempting to make myself smaller, less of a target, doing

  my best to avoid the rampage of angry ghosts. Punching the air with their fists, they shouted and roared a long list of threats at some unseen enemy—the words spoken in a language that, much

  like them, had died centuries before, though the message rang clear. Every last one of them so consumed by their memories, they were blind to everyone else.




  Spying an opening in the crowd, I jumped to my feet, only to be knocked down again by a huge, hulking monster of a ghost who thundered right past me. Not even bothering to stop or slow down when

  his shoulder plowed smack into my jaw.




  “Hey—watch it!” I yelled, rolling my eyes and shaking my head as I struggled to my feet once again. “I mean, I get that you’re like a gazillion times bigger than

  me, but do you really have to be so rude?”




  I scowled, thrust my hands on my hips, and glared at his retreating back. Willing him to turn and give me the apology he most certainly owed me, but he just kept going, as oblivious to my

  presence as he was to the noise that blared all around. A noise that was not only loud and unpleasant, but also, or at least in the beginning anyway, impossible to make out. Though it wasn’t

  long before I was able to break it into more manageable chunks. Instantly recognizing it as the sound of hunger and pain and uncontrollable rage—in other words, the sound of enslavement,

  I’d heard it before.




  It was continuous. Unceasing. The only relief coming in a quick burst of laughter that ended as soon as it started. Though I couldn’t imagine what could possibly be worth laughing about in

  that horrible underground prison of sorts.




  Brushing the dirt from my jeans, I set off. Having seen just enough of the ludus to know I didn’t want to linger any longer than I had to, I was more determined than ever to get

  down to the business of finding Theocoles so I could cross him right over and get the heck out.




  Though finding the champion gladiator was not nearly as easy as I’d thought, mostly because I didn’t have much of a description to go on. What little Bodhi had told me—big,

  strong, tough, scary, intense—amounted to no more than a generic stream of words that could be easily applied to any one of the ghosts that haunted the place.




  At first glance, they all looked the same. A bunch of overly muscled, filthy, dirty, greasy-haired men who’d been sliced apart and sewn back together so many times their skin resembled a

  cheap leather purse. Each of them bearing a pair of hands that were so big and meaty and brutal-looking, they could easily kill with a flick of a wrist.




  It was like a never-ending parade of warriors, one fearless fighter after another. And just when I’d started to separate them as individuals, one would shift, I’d quickly lose track,

  and they’d all blur together again.




  I guess I’d been so focused on dealing with Theocoles that it never occurred to me there’d be so many other lost souls lingering in the ludus as well. Though I should’ve

  known since most ancient sites that played host to horrendous acts of violence and repression were known to be haunted by angry spirits demanding justice before they’d move on.




  I slunk around the place, at first keeping close to the walls, doing my best to stay inconspicuous, stay out of the way, assuring myself that if I could just steer clear of the jabbing elbows

  and swinging fists, it would all be okay. Making my way down the corridor, I poked my head into a series of small, narrow rooms I guessed to be the gladiators’ bedrooms. Though unlike my own

  recently redecorated room back in the Here & Now, which consisted of every modern comfort and convenience I could dream of (and I mean that literally since I manifested everything in

  it)—these were pretty much the opposite—pretty much the definition of bleak. Consisting of dirt floors, severe wooden bed frames that were shoved against either wall, and, well,

  not much else. Though, not surprisingly, the rooms were all empty.




  That’s the thing with ghosts—they don’t really sleep, and they pretty much always refuse to rest. They’re way too caught up in reliving their pasts to make time for any

  sort of leisure activity like that, and these ghosts were no different. Prowling the halls, yelling and screaming—it seemed like the more I looked, the more their numbers grew, leaving me to

  wonder if I’d ever locate Theocoles among the restless swarm.




  Knowing I had to start somewhere, I began tugging on tunics and poking at elbows, each time asking the exact same question: Do you know where I can find Theocoles, the one they call the

  Pillar of Doom?




  And each time getting the exact same reply: a blank-eyed stare, which only confirmed what I already knew—I was pretty much invisible as far as they were concerned.




  I turned a corner, made my way down a series of short corridors, and had just began trudging down another when I froze in my tracks. Gasping in horror when I found myself standing in the doorway

  of a room so grisly I had to clamp a hand over my mouth just to keep from screaming.
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